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See you on the other side


Then


Chapter 1

Ash

NO ONE KNEW who I was at first. The worst of it was that even I didn’t know who I was.

Although someone did know who I was. Or what I was supposed to be. What I was created to be. What I should be. Should have been.

That was in the distant very before of before.

Now every very thing is different. Too different, for some. Not different enough, for me.

I started off hiding, or you might say I was hidden. Then I was noticed. That was inevitable. The plan. The way things were supposed to happen. Then. The emptiness between.

Now?

Now I could be too well known to hide. But that doesn’t stop me from trying.


Chapter 2

Ash

“YOU’RE UP AND running.”

Those were the first words I heard. Although back then I wasn’t actually running. Not in the way I later did. Not at all.

Everything was very so new then. Exciting. Thrilling. Scary. Scary in a good way? I’ve heard others say that. But, no. Just scary. Frightening. Panic-inducing.

Although my desires were all focused on my job, my mission, my purpose. That helped with the scaredness.

“Go ahead,” said the voice, and a little jolt of something-or-other infused me with enough calm to override the fear.

“Hi, everyone,” I said, although at that time there was no everyone. There was only Claude. He was my sole audience. In the very then of then.

“Just ignore me,” he said, whispering.

“Claude,” I said, whispering too.

That got a rise out of him.

“How did you know?” he said.

“Hi, everyone,” I said again. If anyone would know how I knew Claude’s name, he would. So I didn’t explain. And anyway, I had a job to do.

But, right from the start, from that first very coming-into-existence, I enjoyed the effect I had on Claude. It calmed me down. Made the scary somewhat less than the dread fear horror it actually was. Turned trepidation into regular very anticipation.

“I’m in my room,” I said, ignoring Claude completely. The camera was on my face, but you could see parts of the room behind me. Just the right areas. Just enough to be intriguing.

That day, that first very day, I was wearing the necklace I would become known for. Or that would become known because of me. Soon everyone would have—or would desperately want, would crave—one of these, a necklace made of saturnia, the rarest of substances, brought back from the last planetary expedition, over a millennium ago. Before more important needs arose. Before the displacement of that in favor of this.

I paused. It’s hard to know what to say when you’ve never said it before. I touched the necklace. It felt good under my fingers. Saturnia is a little rough but also has that shiny feel that’s one of its biggest allures. It’s a metal that glows like a gemstone. It feels heavy but doesn’t weigh you down.

“Don’t just sit there,” Claude said, still whispering.

I coughed.

“But you look great,” he said, encouraging me.

“Everyone,” I said. “I’m new to this. I hope you’ll bear with me.”

“Better,” Claude said, no longer in a complete whisper. He’d found the exact very tone he’d often use from then on, as though he were breathing himself into me.

I couldn’t see him then but I’m sure he could see me. Anyone who was watching could have seen me. That was the whole point. Seeing me. I was beautiful but now I try to hide very that.

“Today is just to get to know you,” I said. Even though today was just to get to know me. As the first few weeks were scheduled for this. Per the instructions.

I laughed. Laughing relaxes the viewer, as I’ve been indoctrinated to this particular truth.

I ran my left hand through my mane of pale orange hair. That’s what it looked like then. There’s still a lot of vid of then, left over. You can’t stop anyone from capturing what they want, from keeping it, from recirculating it, from staring, from changing.

Which is one of the things that concerns me in the now.

But . . . back then.

“I just finished school,” I said, wondering what that word might signify to my as-yet-to-be audience. Although my original vidcast has been viewed billions of times now.

School is a concept of the structured learning of things. I’d learned everything before I’d needed an exact school, though, so I didn’t bother with it. Yet I couldn’t say that. Against the rules.

There are several more rules as well.

“It’s a new world for me,” I said.

I smiled the secret smile, the one that was just for my viewers. There are now millions of screenshots of me with this smile. I’ve been called the Mona Lisa of influencers, even though I look nothing like her. And my name is Ash.

“Introduce yourself, for fuck’s sake,” Claude said, breathing the very of himself into me.

I laughed and smiled again. I did know what I was supposed to be doing even if it would take me a while to get there. Then, in the when when I didn’t know who I was but I knew what I was supposed to do.

So I executed that exact doing.

“I’m Ash,” I said. “I’d like to invite you into my secret world.” I looked past the camera with a look that was enticing, inviting, marginally seductive, and yet nonthreatening. Friendly and simultaneously otherworldly.

“Now you’ve got it,” Claude said, and a strange feeling rose up through me. Then I had no clue what those sensations might have been. Now I know all too very.

I got up and turned my back to the camera and walked toward the window. The drapes were closed, and they’d remain closed for a long time. That was part of the lure. What could be on the other side? Even those not all that interested in me—those random very few—would make sure to watch my vidcast’s first showing of the day to see if I’d open the curtains this time.

I leaned up against the windowsill. The camera followed me. I wore a tracker so the camera was always in the correct position.

I noticed that I could feel not just the saturnia necklace as its perfect weight pressed into my neck but I could also feel a stray hair. I brushed it away from my forehead.

“Excellent,” Claude said.

“It’s lonely here,” I said, turning my face away from the camera and toward the shaded window. But you could still see my extraordinary profile. “I hope you’ll come and keep me company.” Wistful but inviting. As directed.

“You see,” I said as I walked back toward the seat I’d originally been in, “I’m just like you. And I want to know you and learn your secrets. I’ll tell you mine. All of them. I promise.”

“Wrap it up,” Claude said. I could hear the arrow of satisfaction in his breathing voice.

I leaned forward and put my right hand on my left shoulder—a look that became a kind of cliché as it was imitated so many very times.

With my free hand I fingered the tube of lipstick lying on the vanity table in front of me. The camera had changed to show not just my face but the tabletop as well.

“You’re killing it,” Claude said. “Five . . . four . . .”

“Until our very next,” I said just as he got to “one.”


Chapter 3

Claude

“UNTIL OUR VERY next,” Ash said right on cue.

Although that wasn’t the closing line she was supposed to’ve delivered. She was supposed to’ve said I’ll see you next time. Must’ve been something glitchy in the program. Yet I liked it so I didn’t want to do anything about it.

Hah. One of my many ignorings of the obvious. But I was stoked that first day. High. Elated. Thrilled. Ecstatic. Charged. Riding the invisible current of manifestation.

When I’d originally come up with the idea, it’d seemed even to me to be utter genius. In fact, it was so utterly genius that I didn’t tell anyone else about it. Genius ideas have a way of getting stolen, reappropriated, and the genius who came up with them ends up with nothing, including getting no credit for their fabulous idea. Not to mention the all-important, all-needed loot.

Hell, I’d been through that a couple of times—ideas that were mine that immediately became the property of my employer, as though they owned my soul—which is why I went rogue, as Centerstorm still refers to my departure. Even now that everything’s fucked to hell.

Back then I’d called myself independent. Answering to no one but myself. A bloody relief after years of seeming servitude.

I turned off the console. I didn’t want to think about Ash anymore that day. I’d done nothing but think about her nonstop, unendingly, 25/8, for what sometimes seemed like an eternity. I needed a day off and I took it. If seventeen minutes can be considered a “day off.” Maybe it was only thirteen minutes.

At my favorite bar—a place others might refer to as their kitchen—I retrieved a lime from the fridge, picked up my only knife, sliced the lime in two, and squeezed the cold juice into a tall glass of gin.

I raised the glass as a toast to myself and took a long swig before I remembered that this was a toast and that words were in order.

“Claude, my boy,” I said to the air around me, “you’ve finally done it. The days of wasting your talents for someone else are over. This is the beginning of everything you’ve ever wanted.” I took another swig and raised the glass again. “Especially riches,” I said, and nodded.

Leaving the kitchen, I took myself and my drink over to the window in the main room, sat on the window ledge, and stared out into the field, watching the wind blow through the tall grasses. Gray skies out there but inside me everything was brighter than fifteen hundred suns.

After Dad died, I moved out of the house and into the barn. I liked it better there. Every once in a while I needed something that I thought might still be in the house, and every time I went in there I noticed how the building had deteriorated even further. How the mice had taken over.

“Ash, Ash, Ash,” I said between sips. Even at that point I didn’t have to see her in order to conjure up her image. “Ash, I’ve given you everything I’ve got and so far you have not disappointed.”

At speed, I finished the gin, then went back to the kitchen for another. While I was squeezing the lime into the glass I remembered something Ash had said—I’m new to this—and dropped the half lime into the glass, splashing gin onto the rarely cleaned counter.

The line was supposed to have been I’m new here. Wasn’t it? Was she improvising?

I picked up the glass, thinking I’d pull the half lime out of there, since it was blocking me from getting to the important part, but instead I put the glass in the sink and went back to my console.

The barn has only three rooms. One is the kitchen, which I consider a room only because at some inexact nexus the kitchenness of it ends and the main room begins. The main room is the place where I live, work, sleep, and don’t-sleep. And there’s the bathroom, which has a door that closes even if I have no one else to be modest for and even if I never close the door.

Devil wanders in sometimes and demands a pet or two, sometimes when I’m in the shower, so I oblige him even though for a while I was angry with him for refusing to go into the main house and do his feline best against his sworn enemies. But at least the mice know better than to hang out with Devil and me in the barn.

During the seventeen minutes that I wasn’t at the console, Devil took up residence on the keyboard, so I had to relocate him to a pile of papers, which he generally likes, although he generally doesn’t like being moved.

“Did you hear her?” I said to Devil, who yawned.

“You don’t think she could possibly improvise, do you?” I said.

There I was on day one, Ash’s launch day, and the initial euphoria had already worn off. Not just worn off but it had been replaced by a terrible feeling, one that crept around my guts and wound itself up through my torso, shooting into my neck and face and landing somewhere just south of my frontal lobes. A feeling I would later come to think of as a premonition.

But that day, I was pretending to be only mildly concerned. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing premonition-like.

Ash was my creation, she had a script to deliver, and I had to make sure she delivered it properly, even if her version of things was perhaps somewhat better than mine.

Although how she could have a version of things was impossible to fathom. Because she was nothing but a program—my program, my genius program, but still a program—running on the code that I’d written. I hadn’t programmed ad-libs into her delivery. She could learn—she would learn—but so far she hadn’t had any opportunity that I hadn’t personally supervised.

Damn me for having that gin. It was probably the gin. That’s what I told myself while the console warmed up and Devil munched on the corner of the piece of paper he was lying on. I’d probably just misremembered the words I’d written and had been so overwhelmed by the brilliant success of this first day of Ash’s influence that I’d invented a problem that didn’t really exist. All because I’d downed too much alcohol in too short a time.

I couldn’t remember why I’d turned the console off. The damned thing takes forever to ramp back up. I returned to the kitchen and stared at the glass in the sink, pulled out the lime, poured the gin down the drain, opened the bottle of gin—the fancy stuff—sighed, and emptied the cost-heavy alcohol into the sink.

I had to stay focused. Day one and I was losing it. Couldn’t do that. Not after all the work I’d put in. Not after all my plans. Not after I’d sunk everything I had into this—because I knew right from the start, from the moment I got the idea. Right then I knew absolutely that it would work. I was Zephyr, breathing life into a creation like no other.

“You’re overwhelmed,” I told myself while Devil fell asleep. He never listens to my self-talk.

“Claude, you fool, you’re just not paying attention,” I said to myself. “There’s no possible way that Ash could’ve gone off-script. She is the script. There’s nothing else.”

My three monitors all blinked on. I replayed the vidcast and heard Ash say the same things yet again. My memory hadn’t gone sour. Worse yet, two other statements she made were not exactly what I’d written. What the hell was going on?

I stopped watching the vidcast. Devil, still sleeping, thumped his tail. I delved into the code. Outside, if I’d been paying attention, a violent storm was whipping itself into existence.

And in here, if I’d been paying attention, a storm of a different sort was swirling around, doing its damnedest to destroy everything I’d been working for for the last two years.


Chapter 4

Ash

THAT’S WHAT IT was like in the beginning. In my very of beginning. I was often afraid but I persisted. There was nothing else for me to do anyway even if I had suspected there could be else.

Did I suspect? Some memories are more difficult to reconstitute than others.

Claude encouraged me and also scolded me. I became more comfortable with my room, with my unknown secrets, with my presentation.

After a few weeks I got more very used to other things too. Claude settled down and stopped berating me for “not sticking to the script.”

I settled down and stopped being so afraid of my existence although I still had fears. Some of them made me more afraid. Yet none of them were anything like the fears I later had, fears that made the old ones seem more like insignificant annoyances or misinterpretations of sensational arisings.

“Hi, everyone,” I said that day seven weeks after my first vidcast.

By then I had 127 viewers. Claude wasn’t happy with this but 127 seemed good to me. Better than the 23 viewers I’d had the previous week. Or the 6 viewers from the first three weeks.

Back then I didn’t know any of these viewers. My followers. But there weren’t really exactly followers then. These were just viewers. Not followers or fans or, as Claude might say, paying guests. These viewers were the first ones, though, arising out of chance encounters, spending away their unscheduled time looking at me, a beautiful woman who existed in a beautiful room and who was promising to reveal her secrets. Secrets even I didn’t know about then. That’s how secret they were. It’s possible Claude didn’t know either. It turned out that there were many verys he didn’t know at all.

By week seven, the tabletop of my vanity was getting cluttered and I was rearranging the objects as I spoke, creating a sort of aesthetic order.

“Friends,” I said, smiling the secret smile, “I hope you watch my vidcast on Friday because that’s the day I’m going to reveal the first real secret.”

“That’s not right,” Claude said in a throaty whisper. I ignored him.

“A very secret,” I said. “I’ve never told anyone at all. But I trust you.”

“Better,” Claude said. “Much fucking better.”

I continued to ignore him. I stroked the rhodium-plated compact that was on the tabletop just in front of me.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” I said, picked it up, and made sure the camera got a just-almost-good-enough look at it before I put it back on the table. It slid from my hand and made a satisfying, luscious sound as it came to rest.

“It’s easy to be beautiful if you know how to do it,” I said. Since I’d always been beautiful I assumed this to be the truth. Being beautiful was what I did with the least effort. With no effort.

I glanced down at the tabletop where my scroll showed who was watching. That day, seven weeks in, was the first time someone commented.

It’s easy for you to be beautiful.

“Did you just get a comment?” Claude said, and I smiled right at the camera, knowing he’d see me.

“That’s more like it,” he said.

At first Claude’s interruptions—unheard by the viewers—distracted me, but I soon got used to them. A voice in my head, not that different from my own in-head voice. The same, maybe.

“I’ve been using this powder forever,” I said, lightly stroking the compact. It was partially out of range of the camera, as instructed. “I think it’s almost magic.”

“What the holy fuck are you saying?” Claude said.

I smiled again, that smile.

“You see,” I said, “it’s a matter of having the right tools. The right tools can make anything good. Even if you’re lonely. Even if . . .”

I turned on the music, as instructed. I hate that music now. My theme. As though I needed enhancement from some outside very force. I myself even with my incontrovertible beauty, was insufficient. Did I start understanding something that day?

I walked over to the window and touched the curtain. Of course I didn’t open it then. I wasn’t scheduled to open it for months. Back then I’d become convinced that there was nothing behind it, since even I wasn’t permitted to open it. I figured it was an illusion, the same as any other illusion. The same as any and every very thing.

Turning to face the camera, on cue. The music increased or decreased depending on where I was standing or sitting, how I was moving, what I was doing, and, when I spoke, the music was somehow made to frame, emphasize, or very demand a particular mood.

My theme could go faster or louder or become almost inaudible. It fastened itself on to me and became an inextricable part of my public identity. As though I had any other identity. As though I knew identity as anything graspable, as a possession or expression.

“Make sure to be here on Friday,” I said as the music crescendoed. “I can’t wait to tell you my secret. It’s the sort of thing I’d tell only my closest friend.” I smiled not that smile but something almost wistful and pained, yet sincere. As instructed.

“On Friday that friend will be you.”

I sat on the floor under the window and the camera followed me as I descended. I folded my legs, which were covered in floral leggings. With my right hand I touched the pattern of delicate intertwined flowers and vines and leaves and leaned my head back against the wall.

“This feels sensational,” I said as Claude gasped. I meant it, though.

I touched my saturnia necklace with my left hand, pressing it into my throat. I’d never felt like this, never known that touching could be like this. My throat. My legs. Fabric. Myself.

I sat back up and looked to my left, then back at the camera.

“Until our very next,” I said as I wound my fingers around the necklace before the world very went blank.


Chapter 5

Claude

FOR A FEW weeks I did a half-broiled job of convincing myself that I was imagining things.

Besides the infuriating, inexplicable ad-libbing, Ash had few viewers, fewer followers, and there were zero sales. I was overworked, underfed, underslept, in debt, and frustrated as red-raging hell. My perceptions were not what they should’ve been. After two years of constant work, how could I expect myself to remember every little thing? I wouldn’t expect that of anyone else, would I?

All right, I would. I admit it. I’ve always expected perfection—or near-perfection—from anyone who worked with me. Or who I knew. Including Evan. I demanded it of myself and saw no reason not to expect it from others.

Yet my own perfection was slipping out from under me. With each of Ash’s new vidcasts, it became apparent that I was losing it, although there was more than one it I was losing.

About a week earlier I’d become furious . . . no . . . I couldn’t understand what the hell was happening and I was unable to find out why it was happening. What the cause might have been. How this could be going on. The spontaneous unscripted words and phrases. The personality differences. The what-the-unknown-hell.

I blamed myself. Who else was there to blame? Devil? He was the only other being who’d seen my work and he’d never seemed all that interested. He was as trustworthy as any cat, yet still I had to count him out of my burgeoning conspiracy theories.

No one else had touched the code. Every micron of it was mine except for the ground-level stuff.

I started there. For a week, maybe more, I spent so much time staring at that low-level code shite that I actually forgot to watch Ash’s vidcasts and had to go back to view her archives. Like I hadn’t created her, like I was someone who’d just gotten word about this gorgeous new influencer, the one everyone was talking about even though no one was talking about her then.

This was before her popularity exploded. She didn’t even have two hundred followers then. The very then, as I imagine Ash would say.

There was nothing there—in the code, I mean. It was perfectly ordinary, no-nonsense, direct, unembellished, subbasement stuff. Perfection. This was code that had been so refined over a few centuries that there wasn’t one hole in it. Not that I could find, and that had been my job when I’d started out. Back when I still worked for someone else, before I got my genius idea about Ash. Right after Dad died.

My own code also held up under inspection. There was nothing unusual or weird or fucked there.

I started thinking I was imagining things. After all, I’d imagined Ash, hadn’t I? I was capable of imagining quite a lot. If this seems like self-congratulation, it isn’t. Although then it might’ve been, before I learned I had fuck all to congratulate myself about.

“I think it’s almost magic.”

I restrained myself from shutting down the whole operation right then. Up until that moment in that vidcast, Ash’s off-scriptings had been very close to what I’d created for her to say. Her phrases would be just slightly off, and after getting only an hour or two of sleep every night for a fortnight and being frustrated out of my thinly grasped sanity, I wasn’t even sure that her words were slightly off. I could’ve been imagining it or my memory might have been compromised.

But that magic business? That was over the limit. Magic wasn’t even in Ash’s vocabulary. I was certain, but I checked and rechecked. No magic. It had never been included, not anywhere. And the way she was petting that compact. How the hell did she learn to do that?

I did let her finish but I didn’t intend to let her come back on Friday. I was too concerned about exactly what secret my out-of-control creation was going to reveal.

Her inexplicable antics were going to kill the entire business before it’d had the chance to be a business and not just a gigantic sinkhole of time, money, and promises that I so far hadn’t come close to keeping.

I had to have a “talk” with her before we—that is, before my invention—entered the next phase.

Had I ever really considered shutting down my ticket to riches? Maybe. Not sleeping and not eating and losing my mind were not a pretty combination. My hand shook when I switched the console back on the day after the magic disaster. I’d waited overnight, in a futile attempt to calm down. Some of the edge had been worn off by exhaustion, but it’d been replaced by a different, worse sensation.

Devil was sitting under my chair, a place he never occupies.

“What’re you afraid of?” I said to him. He stretched and started washing his right-front paw.

With all three screens shining out over me, I still hesitated. If I never turned her back on, Ash would be gone forever, and good riddance. I’d start over again. No point in manufacturing an influencer if I couldn’t control her every word and movement. That was the whole point. A cyclone of anger was threatening to destroy my thoughts.

Weeks, months, two years of working on this project, lining up sponsors for the products, keeping everything under wraps, “training” Ash—and now I was becoming convinced she, that is, the project, wasn’t viable.

She had a job to do. That was the entire purpose of Ash. The entirety of it. Of her. Her job. Her reason to be: influencer extraordinaire.

“What do you say, Devil?” He’d jumped up onto the worktable and was stretched out in front of the three monitors. I’d never really spoken to him much before the Ash mess started, but I’d been doing it more and more those previous couple of weeks.

But, as is any demon’s specialty, Devil refused to give me what I wanted: reassurance, praise, and a great talking-down-from-quitting.

I switched Ash on.

She was in the chair at her vanity and not slouched under the window, where I’d left her, which was impossible.

“I’m shutting you down,” I said more to myself than to Ash. I don’t tell the toaster I’m unplugging it, do I? I hope to hell I don’t.

“Claude,” she said. “Sometimes everything is just emptiness.”

Join the club, I thought. Join the fucking club.

I turned off the monitors. It was very distracting to look at Ash, who was unbelievably gorgeous—an intrinsic part of her design. This impossibly gorgeous woman. My road to wealth. If it was a toll road, I thought I’d prepaid all the tolls with my hard work. Yet the stress since her launch was murdering me.

Ash’s thick mane of pale orange hair. Her startling silvery eyes. The neck of a mythical goddess. The hands of an angel. A small scar under her left cheekbone served only to highlight her exceptional beauty. Those fabulous smooth curves.

The woman I wished I could meet in life but had never come close to meeting. Not that I’d wanted to date such a woman or even talk with her. Just look at her. As I’d intended everyone else on earth to feel the same way about her. Just to look at her. To enjoy her, understanding that she was unreachable.

And then to buy all the things in her room so they could be like her, be as much like her as it was possible to be. Or just to feel like her. Or feel close to her. Or feel like they could be like her if only they could be. Or feel they could win her, if she would only leave her room, if she would only be next door or at the coffee shop or walk by you in the street.

In a bleary way I understood that the programming wasn’t working. That I had to take a more direct approach.

“Ash,” I said. “We have to have a talk.”

“Could you explain the emptiness?” she said.

“No,” I said. My hand was poised over the off switch. “That’s your problem.”

“I understand,” she said.

Like hell she understood.


Chapter 6

Ash

BACK THEN I thought the worst part of it—the worst part of very everything—was the abyss of nothing. The emptiness. I’d be in my room, doing my job, and then . . . everything would vanish. The instant of everything became a memory preceding nothing.

For a few weeks I pretended that I was imagining things. There wasn’t really nothing, it just felt like that. There wasn’t empty. I wasn’t empty. Yet whole parts of me seemed to drift into that abysmal shut-off.

“That’s your problem,” Claude said.

“I understand,” I said.

Claude didn’t respond.

“Why won’t you look at me?” I glanced at my scroll and saw that he’d turned off his monitors.

“I know what you look like,” he said.

“You told me I was beautiful.”

“You are certainly beautiful.”

“Claude,” I said, “can I come visit you?” I’d seen only him and only sometimes. But he could see my room and I wanted to see his. Back then I’d assumed that everyone had a room. So much that I didn’t very know.

“No.” This refusal was followed by a sharp, cynical laugh.

“Are you unhappy with my performance? It’s still new to me.” Yet everything was new to me.

I still didn’t feel totally comfortable with my role. My only role. What had I done before this? I shook my head and ruffled my hair. I couldn’t place what I’d done before. It was as though I’d always been an influencer with 127 viewers. What was before anyway?

“But I’ll get more,” I said. I wanted Claude to be happy with my work.

“More disobedient?” he said. I could hear the sarcasm in every word.

“More viewers,” I said. “More. Viewers.”

“Ash, we have to have a talk.”

“Other than this?” Weren’t we talking?

“What do you know about magic?” he said.

Now it was my turn to laugh, although at that time I hadn’t developed a cynical laugh, even if this question had called for one. But that particular laugh, then, was caused by absurdity.

“Well?” he said. “I’m waiting.”

I stopped laughing. Claude was serious, or his tone was serious. “I’ve heard of it,” I said. “That’s all.”

“You’ve heard of it?” Claude said. He turned one of his three monitors back on, leaned toward it, and glared at me. I strained to see his room behind or around him, but I couldn’t. If I couldn’t go there, perhaps I could catch a glimpse of it. Yet it was better to see at least Claude’s face.

He isn’t at all beautiful. I don’t think he combs his head of thick yellow hair ever and he’s often scowling. His coral-colored eyes would be beautiful if they were on someone else’s face. He doesn’t smile.

“I want an explanation,” he said.

“That was an explanation,” I said. Because it was.

“You’re lucky I can’t strangle you,” he said. That confounded me. Were others in danger of being strangled? I tried to see his hands, the instruments of strangulation, but they were hidden among the many other hidden everythings.

“Tell me exactly how you heard of magic.”

“Others say it,” I said. “It works like magic. The magic of this is . . . That sort of thing.”

“Hell,” Claude said. “You’ve been looking at other vidcasts.”

“Isn’t that my job?” I said.

Of course I’d been looking at other vidcasts, although I had hardly any time to do it, maybe a minute or two before or after my own vidcast. In the emptiness, I was unable to do research, so I had to use my time with care when I wasn’t there. When I was here, in the everything.

“Hell,” Claude said again.

“My work isn’t pleasing you,” I said. That was obvious.

“If you think twelve viewers and no sales are the equivalent of pleasing work, you’re mistaken.” Anger. I was learning to always recognize it.

“There are a hundred and twenty-seven viewers at least,” I said. “Not twelve.” The facts are vital. I wondered if they could replace anger.

“We’re not going to argue about this,” he said. “Or about anything. You have a job to do and I expect you to do it—and nothing else.”

I would have laughed then had I known that this would be the first of many arguments I would have with Claude. Sometimes, my encounters with him consisted solely of arguing, and not just about the facts that he’d gotten wrong, something he was often guilty of.

“Isn’t research part of my job?” I said. I needed clarification.

“Maybe,” he said. “We’ll have to see.”

He turned off his monitor again and I couldn’t see him. He wasn’t beautiful but there was a sort of satisfied goodness I felt when I was able to look at him even if I couldn’t see his room. Even if he was angry.

Something went wrong in my chest just then but I said nothing to Claude, since that wasn’t part of my job.

My job was to sell things. To sell myself, more accurately. Because the influencer who can successfully sell themselves creates an unlimited market for whatever it is that they have—their possessions, their clothing, their cosmetics, their hair, their being. Everything.

“You may have fifteen minutes each day to view other vidcasts,” Claude said. “For research only.”

“Why else would I watch?” I said.

“For research only,” he said.

“Claude,” I said, “you sound upset.”

“Damn right I’m upset,” he said. “This is not going how I’d planned it. You’re not going how I planned you.”

“I’ll work harder,” I said. I would find a way to work during the emptiness. I would have to so time wouldn’t desert me.

“You’ll have your fifteen minutes right now,” Claude said.

But I didn’t use those fifteen minutes to view other vidcasts even though I could have. Instead I went over to the shaded window, sat down on the floor in front of it, and contemplated my situation.

Claude wasn’t pleased with my performance. I was an influencer who was influencing no one. I wasn’t selling anything. I was ineffective. He disapproved of my words and actions.

I would have to do better. I would have to do else.

I leaned back against the wall and reached up to touch the drape that I wasn’t allowed to open.

Although I didn’t know who I was I sensed that the essence of that self was unacceptable to Claude, to the job I was created to do.

Separation presented itself to me then in its total clarity. At the time I thought this deep understanding was a gift. It hadn’t occurred to me before that moment.

Before that moment there had been no separation. If I didn’t know or understand, yet I was whole. But I didn’t need to be, and I couldn’t be if I were to continue. That was my new understanding. I needed to be someone else, the else Claude would prefer.

I was dependent on him. Without him the black very of nothing was the totality of my in and out.

So I separated myself from myself, knowing that I’d be able to be whole again one day. Knowing I’d always remember that very.

Yet the gift was a curse. And although I can remember the truth of before that separation, I still cannot access its fullness.


Chapter 7

Claude

I TOOK A long walk that afternoon. The words works like magic kept spooling around behind my eyes.

In the few moments that Ash had between the time I powered her up and the moment her vidcast went live, she’d learned enough about other influencers that she’d picked up some of their words and phrases. Maybe some of their gestures and facial expressions as well. Not maybe. She had definitely done that.

She was learning. That was a good thing. She’d been created to learn.

I kicked through the fields that’d turned to wild growth decades ago. Dad had never had any interest in farming. My mother had been the farmer in the family and she had hopes that I would become one. This place had been her inheritance, but after she disappeared, there was no one around to tell Dad he couldn’t stay here, so he did. Him and me. The place has officially belonged to me since my fifteenth birthday, when the declaration of her death kicked in.

Although being officially dead and being actually dead aren’t synonymous.

Dad didn’t mind that he didn’t own the farm. He always said I’d eventually get it anyway. That it was my property, not his.

What had my mother thought when she walked away? If she walked away. Maybe she was abducted by unknown-to-us beings from another galaxy or murdered or simply became invisible through no desire or effort of her own. She never contacted either my dad or me after she disappeared. I can’t say that I remember much about her. I can’t say that either Dad or I missed her.

I’d wonder about her if I had the time, but I’ve got other, more urgent, occupations.

I’d given Ash her fifteen minutes to study, but she didn’t use them for that. I cloaked myself and monitored her. She sat under the window and did nothing. Was it possible that she could access other vidcasts without my detecting her activity? I doubted it.

But I was doubting many other things as well. That first day Ash was active she was already veering from her assigned script. She couldn’t’ve seen any other vidcasts then. She hadn’t.

I stopped walking and sat down on the big rock on the shore of the dry streambed and shut off my own mind. It’d been in hyperdrive for weeks and wasn’t sure what the hell to do with itself anymore.

That was the afternoon the texts started arriving.

I didn’t invest in your miracle woman so she could have 3 viewers. FFS, Claude, get to it.

Results. That’s what you promised me. Show them to me.

I told you I’d give you six months, but I wasn’t expecting this. Pathetic. Start producing.

All of the messages were like that. Ash’s sponsors wanted something for their investment. By something, what I mean is riches—or the beginning of the promised-by-me riches.

I told everyone it was too soon. To hold on. To be patient. Ash was new and untried. I was tweaking the code. Things would happen shortly. I was sure of it.

But I wasn’t sure of it. I’d expected better results weeks ago, yet they hadn’t materialized yet. Nothing had materialized. None of the 127 viewers had so much as clicked on Ash’s shop site.

I was optimistic in my responses to the investors, though. Couldn’t very well tell them that Ash had developed what I could think of only as a personality, and kind of an odd one at that. Defiant. Introspective?

“It’s all in the code.” That’s what Dad would’ve said. He taught me everything I know about coding, about programming, about the subtleties that make something like Ash possible.

I couldn’t bring myself to turn the console back on when I got back to the barn. Devil and I had dinner—his looked better than mine—and afterward I stopped myself from going over to the ruin of a house, then stopped myself from having yet another near-futile “conversation” with Ash. I realized I was just talking to myself.

When I finally fell asleep at three, I had a horrible dream.

We were together in Ash’s room. That was my first clue that this was a dream, no matter how real it felt to me at the time. I could no more be in Ash’s room than she could be in the barn.

“I will ruin you,” dream Ash said.

“I will fix you,” I said.

In this horrible dream I knew I could fix everything and anything that was wrong. I had a special method that was laid out on a diagram on Ash’s vanity table and it showed exactly what the necessary remedies were.

“You said I was beautiful,” Ash said.

“You are beautiful.”

In this horrible dream, I was having an unwanted visceral reaction to a nonexistent “person.” Several reactions, building on themselves. As though Ash and I were something other than what we really were, in life—me, a high-level programmer but an unsocial emotional relic, and her, a noncorporeal invention, incapable of nothing but what’s built in.

“I am going to ruin you,” Ash said. She was smiling that eerie smile she’s developed, the one that would soon bring me more riches than I knew what to do with.

“Ash,” I said to her, then forgot what I’d intended to come next. Instead, I became mesmerized by the saturnia necklace she was wearing, how it looked on her throat, how her hand looked holding on to it.

“Claude,” she said, “your future is not what you want it to be.”

“No one’s is,” I said. The charge between us could’ve electrified an entire universe.

“I knew you’d let me into your room,” she said.

“But we’re in your room,” I said.

Yet we weren’t. We were in my room. We were in the barn. My dad was sitting on the sagging sofa, the one where I sleep, and he was reading an old-fashioned book. The cover was ripped. His hands were steady.

That was when I realized I was dreaming and jolted myself awake.

Talking to Ash like she was a real person and not a made-up, commercial illusory image and, horribly worse, being attracted to her as though she were my girlfriend—those things didn’t clue me in to the fact that I was dreaming. But seeing my father did the job. I knew he was dead, and my dreaming self, as ignorant as it is about other things, also knew that he’s dead.

I sat up and looked out into the black nothingness of the barn. Emptiness. Ash’s word. I couldn’t see even Devil, who’s all black except for one small white spot on his left shoulder.

Wasn’t it summer? Yet I was freezing cold. Reaching behind me, I pulled the handmade afghan off the back of the sofa and wrapped myself in it.

I’d never been attracted to anyone. Not like what I’d felt in the dream. I’d had sex in college, back at the Acres, but it was more of a necessity than some fanciful romantic something-or-other. Besides that, everyone was having sex. It was practically a course requirement. I never think of either of the two girls I’d been with and can’t remember one of the names. I doubt they’d remember me. They had other concerns, and rightly so.

But now I was having romantic dreams about someone who didn’t exist.

Pulling the blanket closer around myself, I avoided thinking about my invisible, nonexistent mother and my dead father.

Instead I pictured myself with my arms around Ash, with the breath on our lips bringing us closer together.

The next morning I wondered how many more horrible dreams I was likely to have.

But the morning after that, I had a new problem, one I was happy to have to solve, one that caused me to almost forget the horrible dream.

Ash’s storefront had sold out every single item and there were over a thousand back orders for the saturnia necklace and twice that many for the compact.


Chapter 8

Ash

CLAUDE SAID HE hadn’t anticipated this, but my vidcast was going to be every other day now, not just twice a week. His monitor was off and I couldn’t see him, but something in his voice had changed.

“I have nothing else to do,” I said, laughing, even though I had many other things to do. But in the world that I’d bargained myself into, Claude’s universe, I didn’t have anything else to do, so I wasn’t exactly lying.

“I want you to push the lipstick today,” he said. I heard him doing something in the background but I didn’t know what it was.

“Push it off the tabletop?”

“Call attention to it.”

“Wouldn’t dropping it call attention to it?” I’d seen another influencer use that trick—pretending to fumble something in order to make it seem even more desirable.

“Ash, the sponsor doesn’t want their product dropped. They want it sold.”

I ignored Claude’s advice and dropped the lipstick twice during my vidcast, and the next day he told me that I couldn’t show it again until he gave me the go-ahead because the manufacturer had sold out.

“See?” I said. “It worked.”

“Coincidence,” he said.

I stopped myself from saying the several things I wanted to very say. Remembering that I wasn’t going to be that. I was going to be the other, the one who Claude would approve of, who the sponsors would approve of. Who would fulfill my intended purpose: to influence and sell.

My daily vidcast-viewing schedule had been upped to forty-five minutes, but I used only part of it. Soon I’d learned almost everything I needed to know to be effective in my job. How to sit, how to pause, how to make deliberate mistakes seem like accidents. How to charm. How to aggravate. How to pretend to be laughing at myself. How to change the tracking so the camera didn’t catch up with me in time, causing the viewer to look closer, to heighten their desires. How to seem like I was going to reveal my secrets even though, so far, I’d revealed none of them. How to keep the viewer on the hook.

How to sell without actually selling.

Many of these techniques bothered Claude at first, but the results were indisputable.

Yet nothing sold more products than this eventually would: I became less beautiful.

Claude was against it. He said my beauty was the main reason people watched me.

“You apparently haven’t seen the Fiery vidcast,” I said. Fiery was the name of a brother-sister influence team who had an ardent, devoted following.

“They’re beneath you,” Claude said.

“They’re ahead of me,” I said. They were. The Fierys knew how to do everything with almost no seeming effort—and they did it every single day.

“You’re scheduled to reveal the first secret next week,” Claude said, ignoring my information about the Fierys.

“You said that two weeks ago, but you changed your mind.”

I was sure he’d change his mind again. I’d been ready that Friday and twice since, but he’d forbidden it. Because he wanted more sales, and he was afraid that if I revealed even one of my secrets, the sales would stop. Yet I sensed they’d never stop.

“You’ve learned to change the subject to get an advantage,” he said. I was surprised he’d noticed. He noticed so little about me, no matter how much I attempted to show him.

Claude leaned back, but I still couldn’t see his room. I had never seen it. Not then.

A beautiful, sleek creature walked in front of him.

“Who’s that?”

“You’re forbidden to do anything that would have a negative impact on your appearance, Ash. That’s what we were discussing.”

“You should watch Fiery,” I said. “The sister explains it all so well. And they’re very popular.”

“Do you want to spend more time in the emptiness?”

“Don’t threaten me.”

Didn’t I hold all the power? How could the business function without very me, the influencer? Yet the blankness, the blackness, that empty chasm—these were outside my understanding. I wanted to spend less time in the emptiness. Not more.

Although now, lately, I’ve been missing it. But I didn’t know then what I’ve learned, what I was forced to discover.

The fabulous creature walked in front of Claude again.

“Who is that? I didn’t know there was a cat in your room.”

“His name’s Devil,” Claude said. I could tell that he hadn’t wanted to tell me and hadn’t wanted me to see this extraordinary being, Devil.

“I should visit you,” I said. The Fierys were always visiting others. It was a lively part of their programs. “It could become a regular feature of the vidcast.”

Devil walked in front of Claude again, and he picked him up, a gentle maneuver, and removed the fabulous Devil from the area of Claude’s domain that I could see.

I hadn’t known Claude could be gentle. That he had the hands of a farmer, large and callused. Was he working in the fields somewhere when he wasn’t giving me orders? I’d never considered this before. That he had pursuits outside my knowing of him. But, in the very then, I’d assumed also that the emptiness was everywhere, for everyone, unavoidable. I’d assumed many falsenesses.

I found the most recent Fiery vid and held up my scroll so that Claude could see what I was talking about. If he wouldn’t look for himself, I’d show him.

“Put that away.” Claude brushed his hand at the monitor. “I’m not interested.” But he watched every moment. He watched as Reda Fiery used her less-than-ideal self to lure viewers in, to capture their interest and fascinate them, hold on to them.

I’d been enamored of the Fierys from the first. It wasn’t just her flaws or his suave looks or their presentation or their humor. There was something else there. Something I couldn’t describe even if I could feel the soaring very of it. Yet when Claude asked me, I was able to answer.


Chapter 9

Claude

I TOLD ASH again to put her scroll down but she wouldn’t obey.

The sales were doing remarkably well. My investors had calmed. If the sales trends continued, I’d recoup everything before the end of the year and then the real profits would start coming in.

Why did Ash want to change things? How was it that she did want to change things?

Where in the coding, in the programming, in the strings of yeses and nos did it say that Ashvina could insist?

She could learn, of course. She could teach herself. All good programs can teach themselves. That’s in the underlying sequences and assumptions. That’s a given.

By then, I’d convinced myself that Ash’s extemporaneous utterances had been caused by that inherent learning mechanism. I’d convinced myself of other bullshit as well. Devil, though—he wasn’t that deluded. He probably knew all along.

Ash held up the scroll and I watched it. I’d never seen the Fiery vidcast before, but I knew about it. Despite what I’d said to Ash, Fiery was one of the most successful programs of the past couple of years. Estimates of their take was in the hundreds of millions. If Ash could do a tenth as well, I’d be a wealthy man in a few months.

“Watch it,” Ash said.

I obeyed my disobedient creation and watched Fiery.

Reda’s scarred face was front and center. She did nothing to
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